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Abstract
 The major purpose of the study is to  nd out whether or not Japanese learners of English can develop 
their skills of inferring the meaning of unknown English words from context through extensive reading 
(ER). Approximately 155  rst and second year university students are given an inferring quiz twice–at the 
beginning and end of the academic year. The average score gained at the end is hypothesized to be 
signi cantly better than that at the beginning. It is also expected that there is a signi cant correlation 
between the amount of words the learners read and their quiz scores. Both hypotheses are supported, 
indicating that they are developing the skills of reaching an acceptable meaning when they encounter 
unknown English words and that the more they read, the stronger this tendency is.
Introduction 
 There have been many bene ts reported in the literature of ER for learners of English. Takase (2007), 
for instance, observes that practitioners of ER start to feel the easiness to read English text after reaching 
about 50,000 to 60,000 words in the practice of ER. Mason and Krashen (2017) demonstrate the average 
of .6 reading score gains on TOEIC per hour of ER in their qualitative analysis of eight learners. Lange 
(2014) also indicates a positive impact of ER on TOEIC scores for groups of learners divided according 
to the numbers of words they read. The consensus among the studies that have attempted to  nd a clearer 
link between ER and TOEIC scores seems that such a link is most likely to be found with learners that 
have been engaged in ER for a considerably long time (O’Neill, 2012; Carney, 2016).
 Yet other studies investigate on vocabulary acquisition through ER (Huckin and Coady, 1999; Pigada 
and Schmitt, 2006), and vocabulary development is in fact one of the most frequently reported strengths 
of ER (Macalister, 2008). Since learners choose what to read, and in their own selections of topics, they 
might repeatedly  nd the same new words a number of times. It is not hard to imagine that repeated 
encounters with these words enhance their vocabulary acquisition. Nam (2017) reports that seven times of 
the encounter with a new word in different contexts most promote learners’ acquisition of the word.
 The three ER strategies that Sakai (2002) proclaims and have been quite in uential are the following:
 (1) Don’t use a dictionary.
 (2) Skip parts you don’t understand.
 (3) Quit reading the book if you  nd it boring and move on to another one.
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Without using a dictionary, it is safely assumed that ER practitioners are routinely engaged in the act of 
inferring the meaning of unknown words. The current study sheds light on the development of inference 
skills of word meaning in relation to ER.
Objectives
 Speci cally, the study purports to answer the following research questions:
 1.  Are the Japanese learners who constantly read English books without using a dictionary developing 
the skills of reaching an acceptable meaning when they encounter unknown English words? 
 2. If the above assumption is correct, is it the case that the more they read, the better their skills are?
It should be emphasized that inference skills of word meaning are treated separately from vocabulary 
acquisition. That is, the purpose of the study is not to examine whether or not learners master words that 
appear in the books they read but to de ne inference skills of word meaning and investigate if they can be 
enhanced through ER. It is hoped that the present study plays a role of bringing out another positive 
impact of ER on learners’ acquisition process and contributes to the research exploring profound 
possibilities of ER for the classroom and beyond.
Method
 The study involves 189  rst and second year university students in Japan with none to within a year 
experience of ER. They are given an inferring quiz at the beginning of an academic year. Out of the 189 
students, approximately 155 students take the same quiz eight months later. During the period, they are 
instructed to practice ER as part of required assignments for their mandatory English courses. The number 
of words they read varies from one individual to another, and their English pro ciency level is pre-
intermediate with the average TOEIC score of around 460. 
 The inferring quiz requires the students to choose 10 unknown words out of 20 selected from the 
Academic Word List (AWL), read three sentences including each target word, and write their guess for the 
meaning of the word in Japanese. The AWL is the carefully selected collection of the most frequent 
academic words outside of the General Service List (GSL)–the  rst basic 2000 words described by West 
(1953) (Coxhead, 2000). It is assumed to make quite a distinction from the vocabulary occurring in the 
types of ER books that the students read, most of which are illustrated books for children. A sample item 
from the quiz is given below, and the entire original quiz is provided in Appendix.
 Read the three sentences and guess the meaning of the underlined word.
 assess     Your Guess: 【　　　　　　　　】
 a. The formal deadline for assessing the tests is July 28.
 b. Twenty percent assessed his performance as ‘good.’
 c. A coach can assess your strengths and weaknesses.
― 3 ―
Extensive reading and inference skills of word meaning（Shizuko OZAKI）
The correct answer range for each word is established based on whether or not a given answer would lead 
to a serious comprehension or communication breakdown. If the answer is within the range, it receives a 
point. The total of 10 questions amounts to the maximum score of 10.
 In accordance to the research questions above, the following hypotheses are posited:
 1.  The average score of the inferring quiz at the 2nd session is signi cantly better than that at the 1st 
session.
 2.  There is a signi cant correlation between the amount of words/books the learners read and their 
scores on the inferring quiz.
Results and discussions
 Table 1 demonstrates the mean scores of the learners at the  rst and second sessions. The mean score 
of the 189 university students at the beginning of the academic year is 2.7143 out of 10, and that of the 155 
university students at the end of the year is 3.4258. Independent samples t-test proves that the difference 
between the two scores is signi cant. Thus, the  rst hypothesis is supported.
        Table 1. Mean Scores of Inferring Quiz at Two Sessions
Session Number Mean Score out of 10 Signi cance (p<.05)
1 189 2.7143 t (342)=-3.555
p =.000(s.)2 155 3.4258
 Figure 1 indicates the correlation between the students’ scores on the inferring quiz and the numbers 
of words they read. Similarly,  gure 2 shows the correlation between the quiz scores and the numbers of 
books. For each  gure, all the valid responses provided at the two sessions are collapsed into one data set 
and computed for a one-tailed Pearson’s correlation coef cient. The coef cients are .110 and .197 
respectively, and the correlations turn out to be signi cant. Therefore, the second hypothesis also pans out.
　
                           Figure 1. Correlation between Numbers of Words and Quiz Scores
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                           Figure 2. Correlation between Numbers of Books and Quiz Scores
General  ndings of the study indicate that extensive reading has positive impact on the development of 
inference skills of word meaning and that the more learners read, the stronger the impact is.
 It goes without saying that the study entails a number of limitations. For one, a control group 
consisting of those without the practice of ER would be strongly desired. Factors other than ER, such as 
general improvement of English pro ciency over time is expected to correlate with the test scores of the 
inferring quiz. Employing a control group would contribute to removing such factors.
 For another, inference skills of word meaning should be scrutinized. In inferring the meaning of an 
unknown word, some of the learners in the current research are clearly inspired by the meaning of the 
word that looks or sounds similar to the word in question. Examples are given in Table 2.
                                    Table 2. Common Wrong Assumptions
Word tested Word in learners’ mind
assess access
convene convenient
confer confuse
accumulate stimulate
comprise compromise
Detailed analysis on learners’ common approaches might reveal more about the development of inference 
skills of word meaning, which is expected to help devise a more re ned instrument for similar research in 
the future.
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Conclusion
 The present study attempts to reveal whether or not inference skills of word meaning are promoted 
by ER. It is suggestive that the Japanese learners of English who read English extensively are developing 
the skills of reaching an acceptable meaning when they encounter unknown English words. It is also 
indicated that the more they read, the better they can infer the meaning of unknown words–the words that 
are not necessarily they are exposed to in the practice of ER. With more re nement with the method, the 
development of the skills could further be evidenced as another bene t of ER.
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Appendix
Inferring Quiz
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